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. ) . ABSTRACT
Rooms of Exile

Angela Monserrate Bourdages °

Y ~

Rooms of Exile, a short novel narrated in the.first

person, dramatizes different forms of aiienation within«the
island of Puerto Rico. This theme of alienation is expﬁored
at the social, fami]ial professiona] and personal Jevels.

The novel follows the efforts of a young psychologist .

working in a public psychiatric hospita] to understand and

come to terms with the distressing social biases in her

background which suddenly manifest themselves through a’

haunting obsession with the mémory of an exiled great-uncle.

——

This inner search gives her the courage to herself become an

patient The action throughout the novef is sparked and fed

exile in order to offer refuge to an_abandoned psychiatric

by the psycho]ogist s reiationship with her great- uncie,

whose strange influence over her continues after his death.
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Tio Manuel's ghost,inchedﬁ%pen the door to’my*office/
with awkward pecks of the hond then shuffled back tO'Tet me
enter. My eyes were drawn as usual to its four- fingereo hand .
still poised against the door. The missing index fingér
. created an oddly noble. unconquerable gap between thé thumb

and the other fingers arched on the opposite side of the

white, egenelled scar. I thought thg intricate p7thways of
veins webbing the\skin seemed 'more swollen than/1ast visit,

) As though a tide were rising within. ’ // . &

i walked into the office and nodded my thanks tos the v

ghost. I remembered that first disolay, 1n;{ront of the
Director's office, when the ghost had casneIIy risen ou\ of
the drinking fountain to press the bgtton for me then . »
lifted my hair ever so gently. so it wou1dn t get wet while I
drank. I had chokeo on the water The/memory made ;e\;ﬁTTe :
the ghost didn't smile back. I watched its translucent
fingertips rub up and doun as Af ;6 feel the three drops of
varnish that slid like solid rain along the surface of the ‘

door. Or perhaps 1t was a gesture of greeting, or farew%ll .
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#sheepish, startled expression of someone caught in the act

1 searched the ghost's facd for an answer® It.wore/that

of waking up: an !n-between-tw?-worlds look. But then, T{o
Manuel had often greeted my mother and me 1ike fﬁpt. As in
1ife, the gﬁost's ejes wefe i'ts most arrestjng'features: two
watery brown pupils flecked with sun splinters and shrouded
in pale blue age rings, as distant as planets enveloped in
private sk1esl They told mg nothing. I studied the ghost's
c1othes.‘Thg white short-sleeye shirf“had the same s1ept-1n
a;pearance of T{o Manuel's shirts when he was'a1ive. The‘ .
gaggy kﬁaki pants had the. same Just~about~to-fa11'1ook which

.
)

a1wa§s made me suspect the} were conducting a private -

" compromise with gravity. The fingers against the door

twitched once more.‘Ifo'Mahue1's face developed fgg.
abstracted air of someone trying to -remember if he'd fed the

dog that morning.. The ghost faded, then vanished. Only the ~ - |

‘ . A : : -
space created by the half-open door remained of its visit.

And that was preciﬁg]y the ﬁost‘exésperating thing-
about T{o Manuel's ghost: that it pro§ed to be as artlessly
edigmatic,'as'osteﬁtatioysli 1ﬁeffectua1, as Tfo Manuel |
himself. For just over a ygar'it\puésued me, flustered and
vague' along the dim-labyrinthine corridors of the Hospital

Publico Central de Psiquiatria where I worked. Once it ) -

i1tsel,f. Another time it materialized spectacularly -- arctic

shimmered through a metal door to offer me a crumb]y almond

cookie then, without waiting, shrugged and age the cookie

Iights,.rainbows{ the works - out of én.intense, gossiping -
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huddle .of Social workers G}'the1r coffe:/ﬂ}edﬁ, then’hobbled

diffidentﬁV by me with eyes averted to fhe ceiling, as 1f

hoping I hadn't noticed. Sometimes it would trip out with no »

wafning through pieces of furniture, as though pushed from
the other side. ' T W . \
Another'vexing fhing about T{o Manuel's ghost in fﬁs
early days was its hiecemea1 assemb]aée: a loneﬁbony
freckled arm here, a disembodied, pointy satyr's ear there.
1 bot the impression each part of 1ts“anatomy hgd begn k
stored separately for the eight.years since its degth and
was reluctant to meet the rest, or perhaps didn't know how
to. There wod{d be a suddensagitafion in the humid hospital
air, an almost audible-rustle of Tight just before each
fragment apbeafed, This bi]loﬁing qf a1f and—lfght made me
think of chi]dren in a school play fidgeting anq wrestling,
‘behind a make;hift curtain. A few.séconds Tater a blunt nose
ételTaréd with purple vein-ruﬁiures or a narrow foot ending
in startlingly crooked, kpobbéd toes would 1lurch forward:
Sometimes the ghbstly fragment dragged aléng wt}hﬁit some’
item from past surroﬁndings as if for ba?ance or courage: a
dog-chewed carﬁboard siipper, a furleé umbrella with a .
defifant metal‘elbow jabbing out of one side. |
T{o M;nuel was.my maternal gran?mother's oldest

brother; broth?r'also to the Three Undauntable Virgins (as
my father calls them behind my mother's b;ck): T{a
E&carhacibn, Tfa,Coﬁcépcién and Titf Felicia. For_ois,a} _ '

those secret reasons which orbit invisibly around fimily
L&
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conversations, .he had fallen from the‘cpllectiie grace of

his fifteen brotﬁérs and sisters and had lived ignored by

thém for many years in New York bityl There he had somehow
lost the index fiﬁger of his righf“hand and the use of his !
right leg. Mangled and 1mpove;ished he had plunged‘into my
tidy universe of maids. péts and crayon d?awing} when ‘I was
six. He was then seventy-nine. ‘

Perhaps if T{o Manuel had been- a family legend, even a.
sdiled:and discarded one like Tjo Tuto (who disappeared when ,
he was eighteen with five of my g}andmother's gold chains
fot hanging fans around Her neck, then made -a fortune ,
selling trays of frozen food to an airline in Bogoti), there
would have been a place resgrved 1nttﬁe structure of my smug
and gaudy kindergarten wor]d for him, a shelf with his name
_.underneath Teft empty for him to comfortably clamber up op-
when he returned to Puerto Rico. As it was, I didn't know
where to put him. T@ét ?9? so-far mythigal\world beyond the
ocean‘éou1q\§p€j/9ut/g; unsuspected legitimate relative: like
that seemed to me far more strange and ;ugggstive of the
my§ter1és of creation tﬁan if 1'd had an apparitdion o¥ the
Girgin Mother anaemica{lx offering me roses from her -
cotton-candy cloud. The‘Vfrgin had been showing herself off
to dozéns of saints and children for years. She had her
shelf. Tfo Manuel was my' own private miracle. I had no other
cousfns on that side of the family old enough yet to shar; —

him with. Due to one of those spectacular retributive tricks o

of fate, all but two of my great-grandfather's

b
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sixteen legitimate ch11;>2h\were barren,

. And now here was Tio ﬂauue] agajé,\ﬁﬁoreographing
another explosive entrance-from beyond another ‘mythical
darkness. .

This cautious recital qf ghost1y bits and pieces was
performed during the ear]y,m;nths of my job at the
hospital. One‘anda% morning, zig-zagging my rust-colored

Volks bug to work through a snarl of traffic down Avenida

Fernandez Juncos, [ noticed a curious rippling over the

stéeriﬁg wheel, as if it had sudden]y been plunged into
fast-moving water. Out of the.ripples poked Tfo Manuel's
four-fingered hand. It was reaching for a crushed paper’bag
ofvpastries coyly held back in my mother's also disembodied

hand. Next to Tio Manuel's, my mother's flawless hand with'

‘|its five incurving fingers struck me as obsceneTy cluttered.

ikach detail -of the reachfng and withholding attained a
brilliant flash of eerie .précision - every pleat on T{o
Manuel's swollen knuckles alive with spidery freqkTes. every
wine-jade facet of my mother's alexandrite ring, every
greasy stain,én the white p;ﬁer bag - then began to fade.,I&
was as though a light inside each hand were being slowly
ektiqguished;l

The waning bf'the hands returned me to a concert of
"ecstatfc car forns and th;eatening voices. A small
newspaper Boy in a painter's smeared cap was pounding a

)

compassionate fist on the hoo® of my car. "The green,

- >
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missi! The green!"‘Tfo,Manuel's reaching hand was almost
transparent by then. It overlapped the boundaries of_and
contained within it tae newspaper boy's chumm],‘pumme111ng
fist. Then the afr-curtain billowed once again and .both my
mother's and Tio Manuel's hands pulled back into the
newly-perceived folds of space.

Next afternoon I was wading back to my bug througﬁ the'
qhqins of red mud puddles that choke the hospital's parking
piace when I suddenly felt the scrape of an unshaven chin: a
rum-scented kiss was being planted on my cheek. My skin
experienced once again how the kiss matched the gruffﬁess
and hoarseness of T{o Manuel's J%?ce asking, "A little B
cookie? Ay..." then trailed off. The billowing of air and
lighf settlied down. 1 was left sfaring at a wet litter of
kittens huddled under a rusty pick-up truck y1th.no licence
plate. On Wednesday, the four-fingered hand again - this
time cofled into an accbmplished and curiously ‘
complete-looking fist. Thursday{ the first of those
e1abordie1y embroidered handkerchiefs Tio Manuel always sent
me for my Saint's Day. Friday: a sardonically rueful ;ﬁrug:
of the ;houlders. Saturday and Suﬁday: noghing. |

Each apparition wSQ so vivid that in a patient I would
have called it a hallucination. Afterwards I might find
myself stumbling into a trolley full of sheets and towels[
taking a sip of someone else's coffee, or glowering with
1ncomprehensfon'at a nail file in my hand during an

all-s;aff conference.;} developed a fortunate reputation for

3
3
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absent-mindedness. In timé, T{o Manuel's anatomical

fragments overcame their suspicion of one another. Or

perhaps %hey simply discovered each other. By my fourth

month 1;(the hospita1f the ghost was fully‘assemb1ed and - . :«
ready for business. But ne&er.once during the following year

"did it set foot outside the hospital grounds. I noticed it B _

began to flicker and pale when we approached the periphery
of the parking area, as though its source of power were
centered somewhere {n the hospital and had'a limited
éxtension. The. apparition of both hénds in my car was to be
the'onI} exception.

Somehow, it séemed reasonable to expect that the.’
exﬂzrience of death, or at least the no;ei one of haunting,
should have added to or substracted something from T{o . )
Manuel. But apart from the histrionic, mechanical ghost
tricks which appear?d to disconcert the bha&tog/as wuch as
me, I coul? detect nothing different in 1ook§, mannerisms or
personality. The ghoust seemed as defiantly apologetic,
gleefully q1;enchanted and inexplicably 5;11c1tous as did ?
Tfo Manuel when he suddenly plummeted into my 1ife the
summer of 1952.

And yet, surely, people just couldn't wander in and out

of time unchanged. » >

The space created by the half-open door to my office
had }hrough some alchemy become an.extension of the ghost's

visit. 1 sensed it as fuller than ordinary air. As thbugh all
v S | - .

‘-
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the shadows beoind T{o Manuel's past words and gestures, .all
secrets orbiting around everyday family conversations were .

:::3 sealfd into oﬁat'rectang1e of space the size and shape of a
‘coffin. behind this vibeangAtransparency, Eoe kh?ﬁ?\yal1 of N
the_hospitol corriQpr‘outside my office acquired’ the remote

P 'familiarity of an ‘enlarged snapshoi. Standing, squatting,

lying down, the usual blue or pink-clad patients waited

pressed against the wall for Chucho Medina next door to wave

A

T " his magic qud.
It'was already eleven minutes to twelve. The monthly
- staff conference —"Pemorable only for the fact that the

Director's eternally active pea-green swatter finally
A . ) » -

K felled a fly - had made me conce] my lhit morning

3 . appointment. I iooked through the coffih of space again. The

| hands of the round electric clock on the h%]]way wall ,; g

e s '

pointed with their air. of innocent mockery to three , ’ -
nineteen. As if to protect tﬁis_feat of paralyzed time, the

clock Qorg a hetgﬁ mesh mask not unlike a baseball .
catcher's. But ‘the.clock's insistent hands no longer _- ®.
t . .

irritated me as they had during those first few months at
‘the hospital. Perhaps I had become too well- traineg against
-dse1ess gestures. .l no longer ached to throw the balled-up

: A
- o paper wrappings from my lunches at the ¢clock, or rehearsed

< s a
metapbofs about caging‘%ime iqsfde an insane asy1um to 1ace ¢
through my conversations with Pedrito 'Gandfa. ,

-Thinking of Pedrito's stantied,(]opsided grin made me

- forgef ebout T{o Manuel's‘ghost. I began to olear the desk

k| . N N



b

~»

" of my last patient’s traces: 'scribbled Rorschach scores, TAT

-

cards, a soggy Dixie paper cup‘wjthna silvery skin of watee
on the bottom. I'walked my fingers over.the tops of the ,
files in my cabinetfuntif'I found the one for Carlos Beigque
Rivera, my first afternqon patient. I tossed his, file on the
corner of my desk then sat gingerly in the 'whimsical yooden
swivel chair (sometimes squeaky-sti?f; other times given to
liceﬁtious floundering) aﬁd réescued my iunch bag out of the
anarchuc c]utter of the bottom drawer

"Th1s afternoon. Return th1s afternoon without fail,
Chucho Medina's voice boomed sudden]y over the .coughing and
hissing of h;;’persona1 air cenditioner. The blue and pink
shapes in the h%Y]way §tiffened to attention. The ones qﬁ

the floor .rose or were helped up. A thick bundle of files

hugged 4o Qis chest, Medina strutted bast my door engulfed

“in a clutch of -patients. Three seconds later he was framed

in the space‘of my doorway“aga1n his red puffy face coaxed

into that utter]y stunned &\41e he reserved for me, as

W

course charming) presence in the Hospita] Publico Central.

though he never ceased to ma I at my unaccountab]e'(but of

"Senorita Molina de Soto,' he announced, ‘although in
private he always called me Ines Marisa, "I am expectie; a
‘telephonic communication of‘extreme importance. Long
d1stance. An affair of 1mmense complexity and de%fcacy. Be -
an angel &nd do me the great favor of taking a message.™
Then his tone anuc vace became avuncularly roguish, "If, qf

course, it should not interrupt any plans with our

J
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distinguished, 1l1lustriods Pedrito." Without waitknq fbr aﬁf
answer h; was gonel followed by his retinue of pink and blue
blurs calling "g1@te1, mihtel, doctol" after him. ’
The corridor gr;; quiet. That sort of nobodj's—here

quiet which sometimes wakes ohe in the middlie of the night

and one can't remember one's name. Gradually, I became aware *

of a suffocated, distant howling; a low, gray, solitary wave
of‘sound slowfy arching, twisting, descendiﬁg. In some
absurd way, the sound seehed to grow directly from the
silence. ' | E

My office is exiled at the end of Pavilion E. The
constant barrage of clanging bars,‘shouts and moans rising

from the solitary cpﬁfinement cells in the basement of

Jéav11ion D is usually attenuated by the fntervenfnj‘wa1ls J

.into a mere pulsation of anger, a rumble of panic which

breathes in and out of the other hospital sounds: the
shuff\ing of patients' feet, the squeal of medicine trolley

wheels, the peremptory banging of metal doors, the murmured -

" conversations punctured by sudden errant shouts. But

sometimes, while writing a report, I 1ift my head and. allow
my mind to drift in search of the‘right word to Qgscribe a
f1eetipg 1mpressi%n left by a batient'S‘gesture, and at fhat
mgmentkit is as if a hundredllfttle doors were pushed open.
Then the sounds from the solitary confinement cells seep
uncontaminated through the pores of. my office walls anq '
collect 1ike an urgent sediment on the f\oér. Those are the

moments which help me understand why the hospité] staff

g e e
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a]ways\take their brga&s-in noisy twos and threes, why one

" never 3ees a nurse or social worker on his or her: own

lTooking-out of a window or smoking a solitary cigarette 1in
the staff rooﬁ. That day, in the‘deep noon hush;after -
Medina's departure, it was 1ike listening to those sounds
without the muffling-effect of the walls. The low, gray ,, .
voice rose, spun and fell, howling and whipping, g]iding

th}ough pain as if pain were'an element with no‘beginn1ng

and no end. The voice would diminish into a whimper, a]mbst
t;ansparent, more a shadow of a souad than a ;ound Jtself, ' l
dn]y to whip into a.fufy‘qpce again: The sound was nefther
maie nor fema]el It made me thinkiof a hurricane wind trying
to penetrate a barricaded winaow. Thé majesty of this
yindivo}ce was punctuated by the impertinent clatter of tin -
banging on metal. Behind the uneasy counterpoint of both
sounds bounced the echo of an amused, strangely familiar
chuckle. . | ‘ ‘
I juﬁped when the telephone rang in Medina's office.. .

The swivel chair went into moderate hysterifs then jammed.
Without making a conscious decision, I let the phone ring
itself out. Aftérwards, the quiet was not the same. ‘

I looked around my office as if I'd Tost something. The
space created by the open door seemed to stare back. It
reminded me of that between-two-worlds look in the eyes of

T{io Manuel's ghost. I began to rise out of the swivel chair.

.

The chair stuck, tittered and reversed, plopping me back

with it. I didn't feel like fighting my way out of it merely

i
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P
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the chair ninety degrees and furned my back to the doorway

’1nstead It's always ;wesome after the event to identify the

not seem to exist. Yet for me, Tio Manuel's first advent was

-12-
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to close a door. But I also lacked the courage to face that

full-empty spa%eﬁ It was as heady as looking down the edge

of a tall precipice. With a shrug of. the shoulders, I spun

exact, insignificant action which had the power ;%

drastically change our lives. _— . S v _ //

\
L 3

In all my dedicated“six years as a professional anop7—+*f—f

"had never heard anyone in our family speak. about Tio Manuel

bgfore his return to the island. Not even in those . Aff'

Herturbing, exﬁilarating front-porch conversations after my,
bedtime I wasnft supposed td_have heard. His resurrection in
1952 was handled with thé same phlegmatic decorum as the

mystery of his missing finger: even its non-existence did

tantamount to a meteorite suddenly crashing into.my father's

rose garden, The qnanimohs disavdha1 of the event oﬁ]y added

to its momentousness’. Somehow T{o Manuel had manqged to

“plunge back to Puerto Rico in a curiously transparent state.

His history, or'non-ﬂistoky. cha11eﬁged all my notions about
the possible shapes, fe;tures and ingredients of people's _
lives. How cou]d ;omebody merely exist, un?ttached to
events, uncluttered by genea1ogy?

That summer. I collected facts and impressions about him

with the avidity of a geologist confronted with an errant

3
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chunk of outer space. But apart from one short visit to him,
and my mother's sporadic, cryptic comments’, this collusion
of silence was broken only once that I can ;jyember.

It was during Handjta's twins' christeffiing party soon

. after Tio Manuel's return. Between the cake and the coffee,

a rowdy argument about chaperoning broke out. The older male
and female cousins championed the cause of no daytime

chaperoning: after a certain age. "tlse how is one going to

'gnab‘a husband? Saintly Virgin of the Providence! A girl

\

needs every pogsible help after twenty-one!" But the older
Qunts and unfles 1nsisteq\thaf-yithout a "decent reputation"
a girl, no matter what agé, stoéd no chance of marrying a
man of “good family" no matter. how rich the girl. fﬁ;,
argument revolved- around Titi 61ar1ta‘s reckless tnteﬁtion
of going with Lui§ Felipe, her fiancé for eleven years, to
an afternoon circus performance - unchaperon;d. T1t} Clarita
was thﬁr£y-one, Luis Felipe thirty-nine. "ﬁanolfn co 1dn't‘
haye also lost his mind;" Tit{ Felicia had suddenly /snorted
in héx\resonanﬁ,,rusty c;qropenet voice, "he'd already los't
that before he~1§ft.“ Except for the immediate abeyance of

Tit{ Felicia was instantly declared “drunk™ an
in tears by three fussing middle~aged nieces

siestecita. . - /

t
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. This mystery surrounding.T{o Manue1 wasfdeepened by his\

\

habit of sending me an embroidered, laceﬂedged handkerchief
every year for my Saint's Day Though supposed]y penn11essﬁﬁq
he did this for ten years. 1 was painfully aware no othér
cousin ®r aunt received one. Tpe handkerchiefs were made of
fine white 1inen, qel1cate1y starched, almost transparent.
Taking them out of eheir fHat white boxes made of somethimg
that~fe1t—1ike crocodile skin, 1 was'aiways-imereséed by the

freshness of their world, as though each cloud and snail in

. them had just been created by the very action of my opening

the box. Faint pencil marks wouid still be visible around

the edges of swooping sapphire birds, their viFlet-tipped
angs tilting with the unmistakable euphoria of a first
f11ght. Wistful ivory daisies q1scovered'the sky from v
cushions of almost prehensile .sepals.

The memory of one handkerchief haunted me so

persistently during those early months, at-the hospital, I

'3

suspectéd for a time Tio Manuel's ghost was only a messenger
and the real meaning of the haunting was to be found within
the handkerchief 1tse1f.,f¥ was the last one he sent .me,

peop{ed with miniature Chinese couples promenading under

‘flamboyant1y colored umbrellas. The umbrellas.sprouted open

from the ends of tilted handles resting over tge girl's

'shoulders and were cunningly striped, crdssed and knotted

with gold -and silver threads. The stro11ers arms stuck out

from their bodies with stiff but gracious dignity, their

. shell- pink scarecrow faces 1nc11ned at judicious angles. I

- o ‘ o
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imagihed/ﬁheir conversations to be ieisure]y lectures on
archai;; mystical styles of playing the bamboo f]ute‘or of
painting flreflies. Each couple was aimed at one of the five

or six pagodas bursting out from between d§<:ty grass

stitches. A11 dround the couples cherry trees exploded in an

~ecstasis of bloom. On the surface of every leaf floated

¥
three dark green veins, as delicately arched as eyelashes.

Clutches of three gray stones littered meandering footpaths

at fixed intervals with a naive artificiality I found

_strangely endearing. Here and there among the gray %riads of

-

§tones, three bedi]dered‘amagola flowers marked the places
where their creator might ‘have momentarily abandoned China
and dozed off into another handkerchief.

Inspecting this gift one last time before burying it in
the back of my sock drawer along with the nine previous
handkerchiefs, 1'd had\a"strong impression of the numberi
three as an enti;y in itself, an integral part of the

Tandscape. 0n1y‘then did I notice how some of ghe frees'

‘gnarled roots snaked alarmingly across the footpdths. This

created an element of future danger for the strolling
couples, offered a‘sénse of time beyond the frozen present.
Perhaps it was something as'simﬁle Ss that, a thread-root
snaking across a 1inen pathway, which was responsible for

that sense of exﬁectanﬁyol was discovering in these

'memories of Tio Manuel's handkerchjgfs eight years after his

death. But no. That detatl would not have swelled with

. subtle implications of a future time then {f something e1se

+ 4
o
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in our relationship had not hinted at. a coﬁspiracy of some

- B ¢ -~
sort, a stubborn sense of kinship which could not be

exp1a1neﬁ'away by our tenuous family .ties. Whatever it was),

that 1ast handkerchief seemed even “then to provide an
alternate time and place for us. As thaugh Tio Manue1 and I
were one of the leisurely strolling couples heading
inevitably towards a prominent root.

‘* These handkerchiefs had been a great source of joy and
pain to me as I was growing up. Joy, because tgey were 50
beautiful.'ﬁain, because they were so useless. Surely.their
unflinching loyalty deserved a better fate than a young
girl's snive]Ting nose. Better than the dank interior of' —_
that same girl's purse on Three King 5 ;Ly, accompanied by a
melting candy lipstick or two mossy stones found under T{o "
Fe11pfn's he%agona] aviary. But itiwasn't only their obvious
beauty and uselessness which accounted for the joy and the

pain. I was uncomfortab1y aware that coming from any other

Yuncle the gesture.of the handkerchiefs would have been

~ .
buried under the ava]anche of both my families' stupendous

generosity. Coming from Tio Quique for example, the Superior

" Court Jjudge with his fat scaly fingers always looped around -

an unltt green cigar (the same One/fU{ the past fifteen
years according to my cousins). Or com1n§ from my godfather

T{o Danilo, the electrical engineer who owns a chain of

bowling a11eys and button stores but after whom, inexplicably,

R L
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fknd horse he gave me when I was nine, which won three first
— ™~ . ,

T~

prizes in a row, should have alone ob]iterh}gd the mémor} of

‘yhe handkercﬁiefs. Yet I have to think a while before 1

rememher its name.
P

For a1ﬁb§t a decade Qefore His death T{o Manuel Tived,

not quite forgotten and not quite forgiven, in humble rented
rooms in part; of San‘Juan and Rio Piedrag,l had never known
existed. - {. —

‘ You couldn't get there by car. You had to enter through -
an alley or behind a vac&nt lot enérusted with, rusting car

doors and refrigsrator parts.-Then came a maze of narrow,
Jopsidgd footpaths sme1lin§ of rum and urine, strewn wifh
sodden-garbage and with shards of broken bottles. There were “ ‘
thick foamy puddles even in dry weather, as 1f the earth
were festering from inside. Along the edges of the footpaths '
lay the bodies of dead or dying animals and the crumpled |
forms of steeping atdmicos. The atomicos bore a greater
resemblance to piles of abandoned clothes fhan to terminally
drunk human beings, their unshaven sun-b]istereddfaces\
4nsqcure1y attaéhed at one end 1ike irrelevant after-

thoughts. And yet, perh;ps because of thefr néme. thé 1imp,
emétying shaPes helﬁ the dark menace of bombs. Somet{mes; .

2 barefoot woman with sweat-shiny Qkin and greasy strands of
haicﬁclégging her eyes would apggar at theojagged doorless

opening in the wall of a tin hovel. From there she'd swing

5
%
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out ‘the conté;ts of a pail of sudsy lauﬁdry water or of
pumpkin rihds and fish-bones into the middfe of the
fdbtpaths. Naked boys with knobby knees and elbows would
3 straddle the puddles and arch their pee ;s high in the air
as they could. Laughing, they'waiched their jets travel -
through the sunlit air diffusing rainbows in all
directions.
Perﬂaps because of‘the.great distance tﬁese ﬁaths to
R his rooms seemed to cover, I was not surprised that Tfo

Manuel's handkerchiefs a1yays arﬁfzgd a few weeks 1até.

Sometimes well over a month aftér my Saint's Day in

mid-April. They\wére handed down through a 1engthy'cha1n of

1‘\> - older relatives, only a few of whose némes recalled faces to 0

iy my mind until nudged by my mother's vivid, often brutal, ’

- tdeptifying phra?;s~as she reliéious]y fécited each name. . 'j
"Tfa Pepina: wiggly.wart between breasts. Mama.Concﬁa:

- elephant legs, piny mguse s'ceps.'-l Milagritos always seemeg y
the f1r§t 1ink in fhe chain - and the last. th\she never .
brougﬁt,the handkerchiefs straight from T{fo Manuel's many
rooms of exile to me and instead left them to fioat for
weeks f}om hand to hand,.vistt to visit, collecting names
and créases, was never questioned by anyone, least of all
me; The handkz}chiefs merely foflowed the naturai
c1rcu1tuou§ flow of energy of my methgr's predom{nant]y
unmarried,female family where any dinecf ac;ion guided by

. expediency - such as writing out a shoppigg‘list or -using

~

the phone to extend a dinner invitation - was considered

' . -
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wantonly crass. - .
Although Milagritos is close to ninety now: &e still

call her’ by the diminutive‘i Little Miracles - and fiitingly
| so. Deafened by a pierced eardrd;«and crippled by arthritis.
she still mothers with humble devotion my three formidable
great-aunts: the misanthropic and -gluttonoussTfa Concepcion -

who raises the most impertinent and spiteful chihuahuas 1

have ever met; the simpering and hypochondriac

9 " S

Encarnacidén - who still crochets mile after m11‘ of knobby,.
lopsided lace to decorate all my yoqn@er.cousins“ party
dresses (to their unbounded mortificatipn as 1t was to mine
when it was my ;urn); and the mustachioed, unexpectedly
funny Titi Felicia,.the ex-nun. T{o Fe1ipr,‘who betongs to
my father's side of the family, mei them the time my |
mother's and father's relatives got together one New Year's
day. He's always said that if a film were made of that
historic fiasco, those sisters could have only been played‘

/

-By three Marx brothers in Hrag. .
4 Mi}agrixos is my mother's family's of%icial messenger.

Sh&«fs the oniy‘one of my great-grandfather's réputed .
platoon of illegitimate children actually known to me. This
great-q?andfatﬁer was a‘Spanish tobacco dealer from the @
Azores Islands who settled in Havana at seventeen to collect
gambling ‘debts and mistresses. ﬁe evéntually immigrated to

San Juan for more of the same ‘and manaéed somewhat -

1nadvertent1y I've always thought to also acquire Pne wife

4

from a r1ch land-owning fami]y and raise sixteen 1egit1mate _
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children. Other illegitimate relatives surfaced once in a
while 1in our old Condado house but remained at a distance:
dark-skinned, faces blurred, nameless. A gardener in a gray
floppy felt hat showed up one day when I was thirteen to dig
arounq.my father's rose bushes and throw little white
pellets around their roots. He left with a restless load of
coconuts }rom our palm trees hugged aikwardly in his arms
and an overlarge pair of my father's mocassins slapping the
pavement behind him. That evening I overheard my mother say
he was the son of Milagritos's twin sister., Until then 1 had
no idea Milagritos had a twin sister. No one remarked that
the gardener was my mother's second cousin and my uncle
once-rémoved.

Another time, when I Qas ten, a tiny bald baby with a

black mole the .shape of the island of Culebra on his skull

cried for half a.morning on our back porch because his penis
was-swollen to the size of a milk bottle. It dribbled ;
greenish pus. The baby's legs were as thin and nervous as
twigs twitchiné in the wind. After my parents-drgve him to

the Hospital Presbiteriano, I discovered he w§s one df

Milaﬁrito's godsons, ‘a grand-nephew, thus my cousin three
times removed. But again the link was not acknowledged My
mother visited him every day for a week. I was aware my
par&gts paid ng} only for that but for subsequent
operations. Yet even after the baby died s1x months later,
his name was never spoken 1in ﬁy presence. I was not taken to

-t

his funeral. I never asked why. Children always know - by

*
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the unnatural hush in the air, by the begging restraint in
all the adults' gestures - when they are in the presence of
something extremely breakable. Fo} years the thought of that
bald baby was mysteriously associated in my mind with a
‘ particularly fragile. antique glass bowl of %y mother's which
had the color and transparency of a red grape peel held up
to the lighF: The ex@erior was rainbow-glazed; clusters of
gossamer straﬁberries tumbled along the sides. In its
presence I could only hold my breath until thg bowl was
safely locked again, in triplicate, snside the trapezoid
mirrored stage of the china cabinet. Perhaps my parents were
afraidguftering the baby's name might have shpttered a
carefully wrought and tended illusion of distance 1ike a
piercing scream is said to shatter glass.

In the words of Tia Encarnacién, Milagritos "is

'

consiaéred." Translated into actions this means Milagritos

is allowed to enter our}&Pmes Gyjthe front door and takes
coffee with us in the fr%nt porgh but, if fed, eats in 'the
kitchen with the maids. She is particularly small, even for
our family. Her kisses are 1ike an accidental grazing of her
cheek to oués, as if a moth had winged by. They leave a .
sour, soapy smell. Her dresses are made of ‘1imp cotton

prints in all imaginable combinations of mourning colors:

! - b ’ ¥ )
small white raindrops falling against lavender and purplé- ’
striped hi]ls{ steei-gray four;]eaved clovers peering out of -
Beds of black and white forget-mé-nqts; tiny black apples,

each topped by two mauve leaves and 1ngenipusly piled into

IR )
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N q . 4
tiny white baskets stored against some coming famiﬁe in a
pale gray froien 1‘nd Beyond that I can't remember if her
ski$\1s dark or fair, her eyes large ar small. Apart from
her dresses. I can 1\descr1be M1lagr1tos.any better.
Somehow, the hebit of looking delicately away froT her
person‘was inculcated so eaﬁly,an& ie}évocabﬁy in me, only
my sense pf smell has keptbe clear imprint of her.,Hers/is
not the sour smell of rancid grease I'aésociate‘y{thjﬁast
Boor people. It is.the uncomplicated smell of unpowdered and
unperfdmed feme]e flesh ;ecayingY We must ﬁave'ali been very
subtly traimed t?’]ook ?wayjhecaﬁse_she is neither faﬁi]y
Bor servant. SherWE like some disturbing grip£1ed presence:
an amputated 1imb, a headless Qoll, So well-trained she is
too, I am sure tf by chance I would new look-into ﬁer eyes,
or watch her lips as she de11vers a message from a
great-aunt, which cou]d‘have easily been phoned, or studied
the hands with’ which she offers me a box of guava paste she
%;es made Specially for my father, Mi]agritos would reJect
the cup of coffee my mother would SO grac1ously be stirring
for her, and fle%.'Exiled from her person, my eyes have
through the years taken refuge in that tidy repetitive
mourning world of her prints. Hhi}e raindrops and tiny black
apples have subst!tuted whatever characteristic gestures
others might know her by. Compared fe our maieslf usually
1ntense, vociferous creatures, always warniné me to ]owe{
the hems of my skirts ("What will your novio's mother thirk,

anh?"); capable of caP]lpg down wild imprecations on my
t : , . x

-
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fathér;s head for leaving a mess 15 his study just before a
party, and much given to pulling the skin under my mother'g
upper arms while wailing, "But look how rickety this hide,
Dona. What man is going to want this chicken scalp?’ to
prove how recklessly emaciated they think her - compared to
lthem, Mitlagritos is invisible. What's more, she had been :
the accomplice to her invisibility for so long, toat by the
time ‘I met her she protected her right to it with t1m1d but
undeniable fervor .

Such was the first and last link in the chain between

Tio Manuel. and me. - ; BN

My f1ngers flicked paper clips back and forth over the
scarred topography of my wooden desk. Agaﬁn Medina's phone
rang and again I ignored it. 1 was a11%too'fam151ar with his
“important affairs of immense complexity and delicacy." 1
twiried a yelfow pencil on its blunt point a8 if it were a
top and tumbled the stapler on its side; 1 recognfzed the
symptoms: I was spoi]ino_for one of my lunchtime rituals f{n '
search of Tio Manuel. The oray howling of the wind-voice and
the hauntingly familiar chuckle seemed to be extending an
urgent 1;$3tation. But I had. that early afternoon
appointment. .

I decided I was hungry. Tata Nina had made me a white
country cheese and tomatoisandwioh. The Jjuice from the three

" pickles rolled in silver %011 had run‘tHrough the veil of-

‘ B
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Lax'q&per yrapping the sandwich and now made 11ft1e
'yellow—green rivers along -the créaﬁeé. In her incessant
crusade to "put a little meat on my bones"” she had tﬁc1uded‘
an indecently fat slab of the 1atést‘guava paste made by
“ Milagritos, three home made merengués, &11 crumbs by now,
and a plastic hemisphere full of rice and béan§ She knew
qul well would return to her kitchen untouched. I |
_remembered the alarmed look on her round face that morning
‘wﬁen I'd teased her that just cérrying her lunches was
enough to burn off thé ca1onie§-from her cunningly sumptudhs
breakfasts. . ) |
"Look that you)are going to'tﬁrn yourself into f ghost
-if you don't have care. Ard then wh;%. what. thing is your
_pretty little sena;or going to grab, anh?" Tata Mina'had
countered, rouéhly slapping a Sa11 o#‘dough from.the palm of
qne(hand to the other. She was the only person notvimpreése¢
with‘Pearito's recent s%ccésg. She had s§i11 not forgiven
his eﬁgégemeﬁt ring to me: a black'oval baroque.pearl’which\
,"\had been in his family for over(three hundred years. ("Two

Al

Mercedes and he can't afford one 1ittle diamond? A wrinkled
?

black pearl! That's not Christian," she had complained at
the time, as affronied as if he'd pushed away a plate of her
famous cannelloni.) ’

- "Tata Nina, ;6ur sister is a sPiritist. Ydu‘must know
abqut\these things," ‘I sventured on the spur of tqe moment,
then checked that neither @y'mother nor my father were
nearby in the courtyard. "Have you ever seen a ghost? Do you

.
1 * <
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be11eve in them?“

Tata Nina dropped the dough. a flat ova1 by then, on
the kitchen counter and crossed herself, bestowing allittle

star of white flour onfher forehead and another on her’

"shoulder. "Me, 1 don't believe in ghosts," she tossed her‘
head‘of electric hair - like a rowdy h1acﬁ sun - and.yanked
open the refrigerator door. She returned with a huge fresh
salmon cradled in her arms and slapped it on a cutting - .
-board.”"But that they exist, they_exist." Two of my mother's
Siamese cats materialized from nowhere and pounced, fiercely”
graceful, on the fish. Tata Nina had run for the broom.

A sudden burst of emphatic clanging from the solftary
confinement cells seemed to mock the music of the church
bells ringing-noon in the distance. I stared without oo
enthusiasm at the soggy triéng]es of bread.on my desk. The
problem with Tfo Manuel's ghost, I'd Jusy diagnbsed, was
that it d1d not behave at all like a ghost. It seemed to
harbor no message for anyone. displayed no penchant for
scaring, required nothing. It didn't seem to be suffering
nor did it seem particularly happy Its presence was as
frustrating as receiving a properly addressed envelope with
no letter’insfde. ) ;///ﬂ ' e

1 flicked the last paper clip off‘the Zoge of my desk _
and considered the walls of my office. The imprisoned ‘

humidity of the hurrjcane season” had condensed as sweat,

giving them a live, worried look. Like all other walls in *

/
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' the hospital, mine are slashed by a monotonous horizon.

Above it they are pafntéd green. Not the pale.mint green
L J .

~that is considered "soothing" for sickrooms and ciassrooms

but a vigorous, shiny, utilitarian green, easy to clean but
hard to dismiss. Below the horizon the:walls are'painted a
sickly brown: the color of slime underneath a pond. From the
first day I felt like I was working jnside an aquarium.
Often'I feared I was drewning. Leaving'the office was like
surfacing. The stratum of‘§1jme rises three feet,from‘the
tiled flopr and manages to almost caﬁouf1age one day's
collection of footprints from our nation's classical male
pose: leaning against a wall with one foot propped against
it. There is no space to waste on waiting rooms here. B;

Friday afternoon the halls in the hospital 1ook 1ike an army

has magically mgterialized out of the walls' horizons and

- marched mercilessly down leaving a ragtag of dusty tracks,

most of them headed by a semi-circle ®f toe-prints. The
smaltl, barred window high on the wall to the left of my desk
is blurred with the fossflized trajectories of years of

raindrops through years of dust. It refuses to open. In the

‘splotchy sunlight that filters~ through the air appears =

4 "t

dingy and moth- -eaten, as if microscopic organisms were busy

decomposing_patches of it“¥rom my desk I am regaled by a

y

view of eternity trapped in the moonface of the paralyzed

'clock.

]
It was that noon, a Monday qpout’six‘months ago, when

I began to'suspect it was perhaps because of this and all
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"other arrested clocks in the hospital that T{o Manuel's

ate W

ghost was able to haunt msrgé efficientfy as it did. By
efght-thirty whéq I.aprived at my desk; I had passed at

least a dozen other masked clocks, their hands all
authorigative1y pofnting in different directions. fhfs
pfficia] thumbing of nbse at the conventional passage of ;
time must have gradually conditioned mer{as well as the
pati;nts) to accept the world inside the hospital as
existing in some detached, dateléss limbo. Past, present and
. future bec;me three more psychotic inmates constantly
| switching identities. ’

Furthermore, the afr inside the hospital seemed. somehow .
a continqation of the one trapped inside T{o Manuel's many
rooms. It had the same stale, smudéed d;a11ty of the .air 4 QI
inside cramped quarters where people cook and's1eep’1n one
place. The Ziﬁ Gn the crowded hospital lobby, where whole

&

families from remote villages wéit for &ays sustained by
homecooked snacks solamby hawkers, might have been flecked
“with the same tiny wheeis of oil sgréyep from Tio Manuel's
sizifing tostones; might have been djmmed by the same steam
rising from the same pots of re-heated milk-coffees.
Hurrying into the lobby late one morning, I heard a
raspy éhice rumbl}ng from one of the knots of families
"waiting frozen-eyed in front of the Director's office. The
vo1ce§sounded pleased ang éurprised. 'Céme in. Sit your-

selves. Ayf.." In the middle of the grgup, 1 saw a rubbery
~lumpish claw of a hand energetically swiping things off an

{
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‘aluminum tube chair to the floor: three bTacfjribbed socks
gtitty with ;and. a green and yellow flowered umbrélla,
‘jagged bread-crust crumbs stained with l?tchup. "Here!
.‘ay..." and four iMpérious claw-tips rapped égainst the‘
‘plastic brocade seat 6f a chair where 1ittle entrails of
stuffing burst out of a large triangular tear. That "Ay.ji"‘
of his, slowly exhaled, punctuate¥ everything ‘e said. It
was'like a dafk hole full of unspoken old-man things I

L]

couldn't see into. "Aqui. Come. Ayy...!”" I almost obeyed. In
mid-step towardsjthe voice I watched the claw, the chatr‘s
entrails and all the objects swiped to the floor fade and
disappear as if sucked into the b]aék hole p; T{o Manuel's
ay..." The smudged hospital air clamped a 1id on it. The
" knot of frozen-eygd faces wa1tingufor the Director returned.
Youn§ and‘bld, each was stamped with the same family
features in a way wﬁich both compressed and defeated time.
That day the four-fingered hand must have §orrowed fragments
from one of our earlier visits to Tio Maﬂue1. In later yearg
lre turned sullen and angry agJinst my moiher though he
a]way§ remained unaccount g&y gentle with me, as if he
suspected 1 were suffen#ﬁz from some incurable disease.
Another d;y, Just as i reached the heavy metal door to
the coqrtyard 6f Pavilion E, three ordgrly-guards
suddenly flung it wide open from the other side. I.jumped.

back. The door slammed vengefully into the wall, loosening a_

storm of plaster flakes. As if called up by the impact,
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Tio Manuel's ghost hobbled out of the door: secretive Mona

> .

Lisa smile, outstretched freckled ;?ﬁ'offering me the small

pa]e golden disk in its hagd. "Toma, take it. Toma. Ay..." . ‘
the ghost uréed, arm bouncing encouragingly, then seemed to
remembe} something which’deepened its smile. It shrugged and
ook the disc into its own mguth instead. Gravely ﬁunéhing;
it dfsappeared back into the closing door. A1l the chains,
bolts and safet} catches of ‘the door continued to rattle and
clang long after.it c1i£ked-shut kehind me. 1 stepped into
the courtyard of Pavilion E. With a shivering lurch in my
sfomach I suddenly iden?ified the pale golden disk in the '
ghost®s hand.
_ 1 remembered standing with my mother in the large
shabby lobby of a hotel for old men in Calle @a]ezé in 01d
San Juan. Three towering carved doors with broken glass
'panes opened %ver the b;y with it$ white ships and blue-gray
smoke columns rising from the chimney stacks of Catano
factories on the other side. 01d men in pyjama pants ana
cardboard slippers read newspapers or dozed open-mouthed 1in
tilted-back cane chairs. Ragged ;trips of torn straw poked
out of the chair's botfoms. Then my pbther and I were caught
inside an elevator, shivering-clanging up to the impessibly
'}high, f]y-sbecked ceiling. It was an ancient, wrought-iron :
cage installed in the center of the lobby, its entire
mechanism apparent. We céu]d see out of all four sides
through a rai]iné made of black diamond mgsh. As we rose, a

ring of pink uptilted faces stared at us from the tops‘

/ .
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of open newspapers with the unsmiling, unswerving curiosity
-fsg/intenEQ 1; seems almost indifference - achieved only by
.the very old or very young. UB’we went, past gliding ropes
and spinning pulleys and s?abs of metal weights stacked over
each other. The cage clankeg and shuddered to a stop at the
second fioor. The operaforawas an old crotchety man
shrivelled inside a bright X of purple suspenders. His face,
-furrowed and acid, might have been pickled in vinega}}
lWordIessly he trundled off with a letter in his hang and
left us‘swayjng - clanging first against one then against
the opposite side of the opening. More pink faces stared at
us over the top; of open newspapers from more back-tilted
lcéne chairs all along the éorridor. It smelled of rotting
wood and urine. The operator ambled back, still clutching
the letter. Suddenly, he dropped the elevator hqlf-way dowq
into the lobby, remembered where we were going, and yanked
an enormous iron tever. that seemed to belong more in a train
than in an elevator. This sqt*ug rocking ¥ad heaving in
mid-air like an unhinged ride in a carnival. The audience of
uptilted faces swinging beneatﬁ us stared up with a
breathless anticipation that made!thei; eyes dance. Then oh"~
so stowly the elevator began to climb, past whining ropes
and pulleys, in one unbroken dignified ascent with me
holding on to my stomach all the way up to the seventh
floor. . | ¥
’qu'Manue1 was w§iting for us in- front of his room..
"You want a-1ittle cookie? Here, take it. Ay..." He broudly

- &
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offered me .a huge almond Eé]vorén with tiny -multicolored
candies pressed into the thumbprint in the center. 1 threw

up all over his bed. My mother washed me at a sink in the

corner of his room. There was another old man lying on the .5
floor with his head under the sink and his eyes rolled back
so you could only see the whites all criss-crossed with
pathyays of l1ittle red veins. His hands were folded over his
cﬁesf 1ike someone pretehding to be dead. But with his thin
wh1§t1y breath that threatened to choke him each time, he
seemed to be doing’ just the opposite. He didn't move when my
mpther washedgmy'face and hands.‘we both stood with one foot
on either side of his body and even when some water dripped
down his cheeks and over a wrinkled hairy mole on the side
of his neck (at first I'd thought 1t was a wad of chewing
gum pulled out of someone's hatr), he didn t f]inch
- That hotel suﬂ?ived mainly on contributions from rich
Spanish immigrants. My motﬁér was furious when T{o Manuel
walked out one day 1e§ving no foQarding address. It had'
taken her almost a yea§ of research to'prgve he was of ﬁu}e -
Spanish descent on both sides and. therefore elig1b1e’td be a
‘resident. It had also been thé oniy one of his rooms she had
‘fdund;Kgnd the on1y~add§ess'we could actually drive to; "
‘Appa;ently T{o Manuel objected to sféning the register every - -
timenhe went in and out. "Like 1in-a blast;d prisoﬁ. Ayy;.."
my mother cross]y 1m1tated his voice later at Oscarcito s
firat communion party, the kind of mockery she’ would have
disdained in another under norma1 circumstances. But,q R

o
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heafing ;his, T{fa Encarnacion cackled, "The very t{tere.
won'f stai‘anylp1ace unless there's a skirt!" My mPthgr had -
not mentjﬁ;ed‘T{o Manuel's name. ' | “

By my sixth month at the hospital, I was spefding many

'lunch hours pursuing the vivid memories which always..

-followed in the wake of the ghost. Once resuscitated, I

ransacked them for a clue to Tfo Manuel's haunting. With its _
wet green Qa]ls and slimy horizon my office became a sort of
underrater laboratory where I sliced and.analysed sample; of
T{o Manuel. I spent hours comparing the different styles of
his two advents into my l1ife. I could not avﬁidﬂghe

conc]us}on that perhaps I was doubly haunted. Not just by

the ghost, but by the process of its haunting, fascinated py
the recurring patterns and ironies in it. I found this g
strangé1& amusing. And, I sensed that this amusement was

»

being shared - somehow, somewhere, by the ghost itself. | N

between two thoughts, the écho of something 1 cdu1d-6n1&

describe as a cosmic chuckle: eerie and,distant,\xet as if o
originating in some dark familiar p1aceldeep wifhin mysé]f;‘

I assumed it was‘only the influence of those eternal shriek;

: - ]
of laughter, curses and c¢langing sounds emanating from.the

solitary "confinement cq]l;. Those muff]eJ eruptions which |

act like underwater-pulsaitons: tinj, barely perceptible

pressures affecting the rhythm of everything here in the | ‘-
hospital. Sometimes whep one is tired, fragments of our

different worlds can collide into fleeting and misleading

-

rd - -~
.
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gpnfigurations.
. After all, amusemént of any kind would have been the
very last quality 1' d have assocfated with Tfo Manuel or

with our very few" meet1ngs.

The bodies of the dogs littering the footpaths to T{o

‘Manuel's rooms had caved-in bellies and pink furléss skin

mapped with huge continents of stiff scabs. Sometimes 1t was-

hard to distinguish theé dying from the dead. Pearls of blood

~and pus burst from the crapis that travelled through the

scabs 1ike earthquake fhﬁlts. From far, their lolTind
A

tongues were black masses 1it with sudden ffashes‘of'
1rcfdescent green. Up close, the tongues were alive with the

frenzy .of scavenging flies. My mother always walked slightly

ahead of me, zig-zégging raggedly from one side of the paths.

to tﬁg other like someone crossing a familiar miné‘f1e1d:
Her greatest fear was that I' d catch some disease from these
animals or, worse, wou1d again 1nsist on taking one home as
I had that first time we tried to visit T{o+Manuel. |

We had been picking our way through a-maze of buddlés
and tirpaper shacks for aboutften minutes. The puppyfs
red-rimmed'éyes were st}11 haunted:wi;h trust, 1ts1;k1n .

still flaunted some healthy patches of bristly white hair.

if%he puppy had'been recently gutted by a car, then efther

" crawled into or'was abandoned by someone inside a ditch

wu
.
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) fulﬁ of wgt, lopsided cartons with torn flaps. Wordlessly 1
siipped &own the ditch, placed the puppy inside -the

sﬁaszft, driest box and continued to skirt the pudd1es'
behind my mother. I hugged the box to my chest. The puppy
squirmed and scrabbled until® it managed to poke its head and -
one paw over the edge of the box. it began-to whine. My‘ -
mother whirled ﬁround and was immediately paéa]yzed: her

b 10wer Jaw dropped as - if to receive communion, both her
elbows froze jutting out .of her body like fledgling's wings.
I realize now that her particular. brand of enlightened
Pumanism and outspoken social activism wag\?eing sorely
tested. She had studied at a time when no black Puerto Rican
was allowed entrance to our University and came from a
family whose women were religiously trained to cross the
street to thg opposite sidewalk whenever they saw a very
~dqu-sg1nhed(man approaching. (I he1jeve the safety maréin
was considered to be about fifteen feet). Their idea of 7
Christian charity was to once a year djé}atch the rEMaiﬁs df
their Christmas dinner ‘to £hg nearest poor: By comparison,

my mbther's sense of social Justice, which- 1ed her to devote

’ halthEr tiﬁe to 'defending poor clients for free, was-just
short of miraculous. That she dared visit.T{o Manuel's rooms
alone and was courageous enough to take me with her was ‘

/truly.revoluttonary. It lay her wide open, I 1ater learned,

’to her family's ambivalent mixture of.critical gratitude and

—~

“\ thinly-veiled scorn.
1 know that now. ' When I was six however, I accépted the

J
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‘generous offerings of her crippled soul at face value. Her

reaction to my picking up a sick mongrel puppy'shocked me.
Bur§t1ng out of her ;aralysis. my mother wrenched the box
from my arms and began to trot in that unpredictable,
zig-zagg?nd fashion, as if eluding1eneﬁies only she could
see, back to the car. A1l the time spe’sque91éd.orders at me

H

over her shoulder. "Car2ful with that 'English glass'" - her

.euphemism for dog shit, “Don't step on that vomit!" Soggy

and tearing down one corner, the box wgbeed at the tips of
her stiff, outstretched arms. The puppy's balding head and
one paw thumped bonelessly over the edge'as if made of rags.

Once at the car, a-.cream and turquoise-1952 Thunderbird

‘she'd chrjstenedt"Pumba? after a Walt Disney cartoon, shée

i
¥

heaved thé box into the trunk and tied the 1id with a string
so it would stay open a few inches. Shé drove home at such a

fur{ous, reckless pace two.taxi-drivers shcoi their fists

and screeched~"Vaguéra!" after her. At a red 1ight, a man

stuck.hisfhead and stretched his arms out of his ¢ar window
to illustrate a.comment so-colorfully gross about her style
of”drivihg"("Doﬁa, your balls are this-size! One is purple

the other blue!"), I,did not understand it for years. At

k home she tore off my dress, three layéns of stiff ruffled

petticoats, underpants ahd socks,,ddmpeq me-in the bathtub

and. scrubbed me from head to toe with an abrasive solution

" of vinegar, starch, Alcohélado 70 and hot water. Her hands

scoured with manfacal force. I wasn't sure 1f she was K

disinfecting me or warning me. Then, forearms stil)

o &
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. dripping from her efforts, she left a fr1ghteneod>ata Nina
armed with talcum powder and cologne-water to dress me.
From the bathroom we heard the tires gquea]{ng as m} mother
shot down the?ariveway with the puppy still whining in thel

-trunk. ghe returned about an hour later, breathless, raking
her fingers through her hair. §ne‘tore'off her own clothes
and announced that the puppy was safe in a veterinary ;,%’
hospﬁtal Then: she scrubbed our three miniature silver
poodles in the deep laundry room sink and hosed down J&e \
trunk of her car - two things she'd never done before. waveé}

| of eanperated m@rtyrdom exp1oded from her every move.
‘ '1 spent all afternooh alone balancing on the highest
branch of our mango tree in the back garden trying very hard
to bel1eve the-puppy was in an animal hosoita]. That evening
| ote my dinner alone in 'my room - I can 't remember 1f by
.choice or by command. The‘navy blue dotted-swiss dress 1 had
worn that day, with the two-'rows of red cherries embroidered

down the front, disappeared. The next time we went to visit

T{o Manuel, my -mothér spied on my every move as if I were.a

.., creature from an alien land. But strangely enoughI.

understood the nature'of my crime: 1 nad trespassed'over an
elusive, sacred Frontier whose boundaries could not be
1earned by words alone. (At Jeest not words the siubborn
ﬁuménifarian in my mother'bould bring herself to utter.) The\
angry, atavistic scouring had nothi;g to do with my health.

[

And, basically, nothing to do with dogs.
' b ’ 4

From that day on, whenever confronted with a stray
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healthy enough to struggle approximately upright, my mother

‘would drag me to the nearest dry ground and stamp the éoﬁth'

&

with one foet. If the dog merely cocked an intrigued 'head,

my mother would stoop for a rock. Not that she'd actualtly’

pick one dp with her white gloves on. The simple motion o0 a
human reaching _for a rock was. enough to hurl the bravest

ereature whining and scompering crab-]ike into the tall

feathery weeds that edged the footpaths.

The eyes of the sick dogs a1ong the footpaths were

usually ro]]ed back so you could only see the sur'ounding

*

_sclera: filmy yellow hemispheres crisscrossed with

purplish-red veins. These globes reminded me of a picture of
a fertilized yolk in a chf]dren's science book at home

written by one of my parents' friends. The caption

. underneath the picture read: Baby Chicken, twelve hours old.

5,
\

But all I could see in the photo was a thriving‘network of
shiny red pathways all stemming from an .invisible center.
No matter how hard I tried, 1 couldn't imagine something

throbbing and alive in that tiny, white pin-space the arrow

. in the photo was so he]pfulf& pointing to. It was just as

hard to imaginer something throbbing“and alive in these

half-closed yolks of éyes - until a paw twitched or a spurt

‘of-saljva dribbled down a black tongue causing a sudden_

.cloud of flies to buzz indignantly over a hairless skull.

“Don't look, querida." Too late, my mother's gloved
hand would yant::jafaster along the footpaths. Without a
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downward glance, with ihe sole aid of that internal radar
' ?

system of hers I'd noticed before, she would regally
navigate us around the puddles where rotten mango skins -
fermented with chicken shit in the boiling sun. Here and<

there among the tall :i;?é at the edges bloomed small

c1usters of bewildere ue or.yellow wild flowers, as if to

m;rk the p]aces where their creator had momenjarj]y ddzed
off into the footpaths of another country. )

Back at home after these infrequent visits to Tio
Manué‘knw -mother wouId come sit.beside me on my bed where
I'd ex11ed myself and take my hands  in her now gloveless
ones. She would still be wef11ng one of her two -piece linen
dresses reserved for working in her law office, shopping 1n'
01d San Juan, and visiting older relatives. This ﬁncluded

~T{o Manuel, slum o?Jno stum. The dressestconsisted of ;hori,
slgeve]ess tops with matchfng stra*ght or A-line skirts.

‘Bq}h pieces were tined with some slinky sgxiny'material that
hummed, when rubbed, 1ike a breeze squeezing through the ,
branches'of a tzseﬁ—All_inxeéior seams were finished wfth a

iltrimming of lacg. One.of my mother's basic tenéts ?f \ife is
that every -dress should'ge'wea}able inside-out. (Not that
she ever 'wouPd.) The only variable in her uniforms was the
color. Not just pink or green oF orange but, she insisted,
“1nteres£1ng“ shades such as coraf. jade, salmon. Sometimes
a distinctixﬂ deta11 over which:she and a seamstress.labored

hours in conference was added: a delicately sci’loped rim at

the bottom of one 51ouse, a piping of a s1197t1y lighter

<

L
3

e



-39~

shade éround the sieeves an& heck of another. There were Y
similar dresses in black, gray and violet for her different _
moukning needs’. Hﬁtﬁ these official outfits‘yent a single
strinq of peafls; a gold pin near one ;houlde;, a pair of

. short white cotton gloves (usually worn 6vér bothvhand§ but

,//;ometimes merely clutched in one hand 1ike a passport), a

mother-of-pear]l folding fan.W1th a gory hand<=painted

) bu]lfight scene on either sidf,\and a pair of aggressively
polished white pumps.'jﬁis‘was Puerto Rico in the fiftieﬁ,
‘when seeing a flock of danishﬂy sunburned tourists in ¢
-Eermuda shorts and preposterous straw hats parading through
the Un1veristy campus was an amusing novelty to be talked of
for weeks. The days before air conditioning, wall-to-wall T
carpets and iron bars over every. window. I think :;15

'metichous memory of my,mother's mode of dressing is so
insisteﬁt-bec%use no familiar detail quite symbolized for me
\;he.radical change iﬁ Puerto Rico as when a few years later,
in the early sixties, my mother‘put away her white cotton .
g16ves for gbod. I rememper clearly, still with a sense of
shock, that she did th wear them to Tfo Manuel's funeral.

- “1 }now it's difficu1£ for you, mi amor," my mother
Qould console after each visit. She spoke in a Toud,
pracéiced whisper to be heard above tﬁi indolent drone of
the fan suspended from the ceiling 1ike a huge moth. "But
‘you're his oldest grand-niece. And he never forgets your

Saint's Day. He always asks about you. Besides, he's

3
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very sick. He can't last 1ong,“ she confidently assured me
for ten years.
"It's not that." I had to explain each time. And each
time she sighed and released my hands. With the side of one

thumb-nail she'd press back and forth over a wrinkle on her

old-rose or ripe-olive 11nen'9ﬁiri. It was time for her

clinching story.

"You know, before you were born, your father and I were
asked to show 01d San Juan to a group of social workers from

New York. This new government - you know T{io Felipin is a

‘good friend of the Governor - had fnvited them here to help

organize our health services. His daughter called us - you
rémEmber Pepita, she married Irizarri, the artist who just -
—

sold that sculpture of the hummingbirds to the New York

Museum of Modern Art. We gave a party for him last month.

Bueno. The government functionary schedu1ed for that tour

was sick'and,she thought, Pepita, we cou1d help out. Answer
historical questions and gi&e'the social workers a little

insight on fhe new laws, take them to some art galleries and
the_new ceramics factory. You remember Mal - the American ' '
who owns a Cessna 1ike T{o Ou{qaé's and was once engagéd to

your cousin Mari-Nel.who finally dumped him for that plastic

_surgeon with the nervous tick in one eye. Pues, you know Mal-

is manager of that factory."
Both my motngr and father are incapable of talking to C

me gbout anyone without adding some graphic morsel‘of

information about Ehem. I always supposed it was a natural

¥ 4 >
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*":
offshoot of their légal minds trained to identify Party A,
the undersigned, by virtue of his/her domicile, age and
occupation. I often wondered by virtue, or sin, of what

* . .
efther of them would have described T{o Manuel to a ..

vstranger. “Everything was going really well. ;e had just
shown them thiat seventeenth century house Timoteo ;as
renovating - you remember Timoteo, the Venezuelan architect '
who gave me ,the turquoise and silvér watch which had

belonged to his, mother, the celebrated singer from Vienna.

Bueno. We had just crossed Bulevar del Valle to walk on the

old'éity walls and were looking down at that slum La Perla -
I told your father not to tﬁke‘them there, these Americans

never understand - when one of the social workers - a young
girl from New Jersey who wore orange shorts and a blouse the
moét atrociouds shade of chartreuse green, imagine! Jjust 1ike

a pumpkin, and who was all covered with mosquito bites, you

know how they always like American blood better for some

reason, tired of ours I suppose, practically scratching her

N skin’off she was."

‘As she talked my mother rocked herself back and forth,:-
imposing the soothing rhyfhm of a rocking chair to the
immobility of my bed. As part of his ceaseless campaign
against our people's "laziness,” my father had steadfastly
refused to allow rocking chairs in our home, including the
maids' quarters, on the grounds thatlthéy\were “only for old
pedple rocking on porches waiting to die." But I noficed

that in moments of grief or copfusibn the swaying
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patte%n of comfort internalized as a child from inside the
cocoon of lap, chest and arms made by my rocking grandmother
would unknowingly overtake my mother. “Bueno. This girl
suddenly grabbed my elbow ;nd’screeched at me - really' mad,¢
really mad at me, as if it were.my fault - 'Oh, why don't
you 40 somefhing about all these sick dying dogs?' Sheé was.
crying, you know, hysterical. And slapping at her peck and
arms where the mosquitoes were buzzing. She kept raigfng her
{egs one at a time to scratch them and loéing her balance
and hanging on to me. Imagfnate! The other social.workers
had turned. to us. They were waiting for my answer. They were
all people from the States. What do. they know? How can they?
What we've been through. When I was a child. So I said, loud
as 1 could, to the whole street, 'We must first take care of
our sick a;d dying people. Then we can think about the
animals!'"” ' ' . | A

My mother was prqud of that story. She believed that _
a1l we needed in the island was time to correct old 111s% My
father would repeat the story, deleting her personal labels
and substituting his own (the pumpkin from New Jersey, ;;r
example, transformed into a striking blond, Marilyn Monroe's
twin if not for her unfortunate spaghetti legs) every time a
visiting American lawyer complained about the skeletal
kittens staggering through the market places and the
three-legged, one-eyed moﬁgreis prowling through 1uxur&

hotel lobbies, delivering puppies in restaurant washrooms.

“But until then, mi cielo," the enﬂing always went,
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"You have to learn not to look. It's a habit. After a while

it won't be so hard. 1 know." A sort of exile of the eyes.
My mother was offering me a temporary peace settlement with
an indefinite time clause. (I wonder if at hér office she
would have allowed a client to sign such a document.) But
she seemed s; certain, sitting there on my bed, ironing
wrinkles out of her tangerine or egg-she11 skirt with the
side of her .thumb-nail. "Just wait until the people receive
education," she'd say, as if "education" was a finite
substance which, efficiently fo1ded; awkward corners geat1y
tucked, could be wrapp;d intola package and majled to e
spegific address. "Just wait." Her priorities sounded so
fair. 1 never bothered to explain again,."lt's not that. At
lTeast, .not only that." Perhaps because she might have asked,
"“Then what?" And I wouldn't have known how to answer,

So I nodded to her story and developed an avers1on to

'eggs instead. ™\

In the beginning the aversion was only to eggi with a
clearly defined yolk. 1 was to;;ﬁred by the suspicion that
somewhere in that filmy yellow hemisphere an undetected, *
1nvisib1e foetus was pulsating. I would‘eet the.rest of the
food eerved on the plate and leavelthe egg untouched. Only
Tata Nina noticed. Soon the aversion spread to include
scrambled eggs and omelettes. I could no longer eat any food

that shared the same plate with an egg. My parents began ;o
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' notice. In time the aversion became an active repugnance and
extended to include dead chickens, live chickens and chicken -
fe;thers. My cousins invented mocking ditties about it. My
teachér; were; warned not to make.%e draw hens. .I.wouldn't go’
to Easter parties.\One doc.tor patiently drew one hundred and.'

o seventeen perfectﬁj equidistant blue dots along both my arms
and‘app11ed one hundred and seventeen solutions, one per
dot, to discov?r I was dnly .mildly allergic to dust and
rabbit hair. He introduced the word“‘phobia." My parents

..\ ignored it. The doctor kept sneaking it more and more into

his coﬁversations. We stopped going to that doctor. A phobia
would have needed an explanation. An a11efgy played a
legitimate role in God's mysterious design. FinéI]y, the
"repugnance turned to panic at the sight of all poultry, hats
with any kind of feathers in fhém and to feather pi]léws,i
then to all_pillows. ‘

By the time I was twelve I slept with a folded blanket
under rny head. The sight of an egg or a feather made‘Mé
vomit. The accidental touch of either made my skin erupt
into red, bdrning welts on my neck, across my chest and down
my legs. My eyelids became so swollen I could not see. I
scratched and scratched until the skin tore open and my
mother was forced to tie my hands behind my back. Again and

‘again she patted on a cold pink lotion sme113ng oé alcohol
an*\péppermint all over my body. It stung like hell. I cried
and kicked my legs and flung my body around the bed until I

finally fell asTeep with my hair wet and plastered across my

o oo
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" Next day 1 woke up to a brand new wor1d Raindrops on
the grass would be brighter and bigger than 1 remembered,

filled with radiant, pfovocative slices of reflected garden.

Chains of gold and Ffuschia clouds ovér the reighbors'’
rooftops were fiery cafhvans from a far-off desert Tand come
" to visit me. I was free. I felt like I always éxpecfed to
feel after cbnfession and communion but never did. Somehow,
* the pain of the day before had been a forgiveness No% L.
could enjoy the: bright new world. Until the next touch of a
feather. - ' :

4 Sometimes I even found @ysg]f sneaking into the
kitchen when Tata Nina was out in the laundry room. I'd open
the refrigerator door and dare myseI} to touch an égg, to .
-touch off that chéin of agony, screaming ard release that ‘
would dgliver’the bright neQ morning where f could p;ay ' ‘
without fear of tgrning a corner and, finding ... of seeing ...
what? I had Fina1ly forgotten. I was 7n control. In control,
if not of the cause, at least of the effect.

By the time I was twelve I had learned to navigete the

maze of puddied foot-paths to Tio Ménuel‘s rooms safely
behind my mother's whité-g]ovea'hand; . . - :

The corpses had become-as invisible as Milagritos. ‘

@ er N »4 / ;
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.The wind—voicé from the solitary confinement cells

howled unhampered. through its endless space of pain. LiKe o
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the voice, the memory of Tfo Manuel's bhost seemed no longer
Timited by boundaries but composed out of every ordinary
detail of 1ife. The sweaty, horizoned walls of my office

cohld have been one of the ghost's arms. The three hundred

dears‘behinﬂ Pedrjto's engagement ring could have been the

other. That noon, swiveled deffantly away from the

articu1ate%:’psfs§ent challenge of the open-door, I had the

fmpression 1 paths led to and came out of the very center

of the ghost's ‘existence. Efther everything would explain
»

it; or nothing would. Like my mother, I assumed all I needed

"was time. : '

I closed my eyes and again saw the hand, four

.fingertips rubbing up and &own over the door 1nhgreetjn§ or

farewell. L .

1
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A11 the ihmates .at—the Hospital Piblico Central de

CPsiﬁuiatrfa wear uniforms: pink shapeless cotton goﬁns'that

“uncertainly”and onme's footsteps arp'alwayé a little bit '

its five irregularly-shaped buildings, randomly ‘scattered,

come down well be]ow the knees for the women and loose pale ;/Aﬂ\\
blue cotton pyjamas with most of the shirt, buttons missing < A
for the men. That first day. sixteqn}months ago when I.set
off alone to find my office through an intricate tangle of
dim windowless corridors and fenced e;¥ernal‘pass§geway§.
the uniforms made me think of those maternity nursévies
where the sex of .the new-born.bab1e§, the only .
diffé?entiéting trait in'their 1ives so far, is annéunced’by

the color of their blanketss

)

I don't know when I began to consider the hospital

itself as a main character in my story with T{o Manuel's’

"ghost. Those cave-1ike hallways where vofices boomerang

ahead or a little bit behind one. The rat-maze quality of '
unidentified, haphazardly unfited by narrow covered> o
passagéways. Those graséles§vcourtyards between Pavilfons.

bisected by the walkways into two large fenced-in cages: oqg




for the men, one for the women. Those efg t‘foot tall walls

of Cyclone fencing perpetually darkened b ‘pressing bodies

and dfi'storted faces, intertwined with pat&ents\ coiling and

unéoiling fingers: 1iwve, seething murals of=anatom1ca1
fregments. The rain which collects on the!f]at roofs of the
PavilTions and spills 0ver 11ke a cataract well after a storm
ifs over. The way we are all virtually tradped inside a -
waterfall during hurricane season and even our thoughts
adopt the liquid thudding rhythms of the surrounding’wa1\§-
of water. - o : . '

" Other buildines provﬁde a setting for Action. This
hospital seems somehow to 1nsinuate itself 1nto the

foreground of the action. g

I may have already begun to perceive this on that
first day. After a short 1nterview during which thé Director
mainly inquired about T{a Concepcién (he owns a champion

chihuahua she had. bred) he excused himself for not:being

- able to show me to my office» As an afterthought-he had

ga11ant1y provided a penc11 sketch executed with lavish
detail on the back of an advertisement for a 3-D movie: The

Monster from the B1ack‘fagoon plus spectacular second “

feature at midnight on]y The Thousand and One ‘Wives of

Aladdin. From the corner of my eye as I Teft his office, 1

A,
for action. I'had‘not noticed ‘any flies.

saw him rafge a pea~-green fly swatter from his desk, poised

-~ . b .
In spite of'the‘generous sketch, I got royally lost. °

.The hallway clocks disoriénted me. In the first half of
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Pavilion A it was ten f%fteen; in the center of’Pavi]ion’B.‘

four thirty- three, Just-argund the corner either noon or

’midnight. I Hﬁd -to - stop every few feet along the a1most

deserted hallways to. try to dis1odge two gluey wads of
chewing §um with the edge of a quarter :from the sole of my

right shoe. Fresh speckled\mop-traiIs meandered through

Tayers of older faded hop -rails. Havfng nothing else to 5

‘lead me, I followed first one then another m0patra11

At times, shrill drawn-out .screeches or 1ow, ?rowldng
howls accompanfed'by a chorus of bang1n§ metal notses meda
me stop ang look around. The cries sounded. subterranean.and
oddié per§ona13ves though directed specifically at me. ,They
were a1most deafening in one of the Pavt{ions and hardly, .

o

audibhe in others. From behind closed, unmarked doors I

didn't dare knock on came the drone of secretive, sometimes \

-angry voices or the confident clatter of typewriters. The

details of the Director's sketch seemed irrelevant to the
puzzle of corridors and passegeways. Inside the-courtyard

cages I watcHed ddsty blue or pink-clad oatients playtng

‘dominoes on overturned.Coca-Cola cfetes, trying to bat

cinammon-colored rubber balls with wooden rulers, and
ruhbing their breasts or testicles with the absorbed
absentmindedness of ritual. As I 'walked between the cages, I

noticed their walls -had originally been painted ironic

a nursery colors: sugary orchid, teddy -bear blue baby aspirin

L]

orange, but the star-shaped sp!atterings of red mud thrown

3




; so.
N | ,
‘up by the rains and the rivo]ets of rust fanpning from the
.metol bars obstructing,a[l windows had a]ﬁog?\bb1iteratedn
the co1ore. ' ‘ | i
Accordfng to my calculations I should have reached .
' L ,’ Pav111on Z and we11 beyond 1 longed,to take off one shoe.
i Pqtting my weight on the outside‘of my right foot ;s I
walked to avoid the active centres of the two wads of
chewing guﬁ sfijl c11oging to thergole of my shoe was making
the edge of a buckle dig into my énk)e‘bone. Followfngua
" familiar mop-trail down a corridor:'l reoognized a small .
‘1nv}o1able‘visitors' room I musﬁ have passed half ; dozeéen
~ - times. The door was-open.‘it was the only one.with a sign on
. it. I walked -in to be greeted by an ‘army of cigarette~- o 1
. Qcarred plastie armchairs the color of bile. A low coffee -
{ab1e protected by a shield ofrchortreuse marble. arborite
:oonfronted(thg chairs and offered, in doubtful promise of ' .
. . : peace, three ye11ow mould-flecked paper glad1011 out of a | '
’ ; dented plastic vase. The. g1ad1o1i struck me as having a

' ‘ temporary and aggrieved air - as though someone had %rought

. ‘them there under fa]se pretenses and they were still waiting
‘ \ : to be taken‘to their rightfu} place. A gray-haired male . - 4‘
“” patient with no shirt on stood in.a c@rfler, his back to the

rooi. He seemed to wait with the same impatient unbelieving

air as the ?lowers: as 1f expecting the walls to suddenfy -

disengage and. let him through. There was no one else in’ the -
!

room. The flabby. laps of the chairs l1ooked movre cha11enging

I
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= ' than inviting. But ironically, I saw it was this quality of - -
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adamant, p]astic unbreakability which gave the visitinq room

its sad, vu]nerable air. It-was a survivor. A refugee rather

,
o
Y
:

:

than a refuge. The patient's. back suddenly arched, 1 watched

each vertebra protrude in a gracefu1 rippling motion through

o

W hts skﬁn. H1s arms contracted and flew up to,his face as if
" to ward ofb;a blow from the walls. Quickly, I tore a strip =«
~off a Kleenex out of afpack in n9 purse, folded it and
tucked it under the offending buckle. I walked‘ouﬁaof ‘the L
room. Now I avoid it whenever possible. - ’
But somehqw<the visitors' room filled me with‘a
reckless strength. Acrbdss from the- room was a heavy metal
door which I had tried opening twice before and had fina]ly
assumed to be locked. This time I managed to push {t open. )
I stepped -down 1nFo a different courtyand. Later I:]earned ?f’
it belonoed to ﬁ%vilion D. Instead of the usual Cyclone ) !
.fence, tnese cages%were enclosed by tenyfoot.ta]1 iron bars'
with sharp triengu]ar_spikes-on top. The cacophony of
. screeches and lamentations was loudest and most comgell{ng
here,.But somehow, released into the open air, the cries
\were no 1on§er missiles aimed at me. Th? nav} blue
uniformed orderly-guards did not patrol this passabeway as
they did the others. Here the guards clustered inside the .
i-ceges in watchful knots of threes eround the doors to:;he
.wards. 1 was immedfate]y awed bylthe serene absence of ’
litter. The other courtyards were virtual gardens: exuberant —
flower bedéaof crumpled wrappers and banana peels set 1in

-———" deep, rich Tawns of flattened cigarette butts. Here, there"

L
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" was only a thin red layer of dust-occasionally dented by an

‘opaque mud pudd)e.,l remembered the Directo;ﬂiaying that the
most deterioratéd patients were not a11owed'games, magazines
or snacks. About a dozen women sunned themselves in the cage .
to the left of the covered walkway where I scraped along,
still ‘trying to free the 501e of my fiéht shoe. Two women
lay co{led on their sides facing one of the mud-splattered
‘ward falls;@barg~feet'tucked under thigh;, uniforms bunched
.ifnto pink flaccid fole shrouding their bodies. The& made me
think of sacks-which had béen violently thrown againét a ;
wall, had burst, agd were now slowly ehptyjng of their
contents. Soon, I thought, berhaps when 1 walked back t6 the

Director's office in Paviljon A for my first staff
conference, they would be tota11j deflated: two pink rags at

the foot of a wall. Other womén pacedgwoodeﬁIy, or sat
Blihking ;ﬁ the sun, or‘wigg1ed urgently as if huge spiders
were crawl@ng up- and down Eheir‘backé. Thg women were all
barefoot. In the 'middle of the cage, a chuqﬁy gifl of about
fifteen stooﬁ/sin§1n§ with her eyes closed ana her head ‘
f;;;g back. The skin on her,;ound, sun-glowing face caught
my attention. It had the blurred texture of wood coated by a
scratched Yayer of varnish. The gown had slipped off one
shoulder. to revea1'a map of interconnecting bruises ranging

1n color from the green of new leaves to night-time hues of

“purple. A11 the shades melted into each other 1ike those of

LA water-color painting left out ip the rain. Her dark-browﬁ
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hair, raggediy short, stood up.around her head in petaloid

— ?
tufts. With her face swiveled sightlessly up_to the sky she g
resembled a grotesque, unwilling Sunflower: so readily o
unfurled to, ypt so deliberately cut off from, the light. As e

I walked past her, careful to keep out of arm's reach as 1'd
been warned by the Director, I recognized the song shg yas
singing. A lullaby. “A 1a nanita nana, nanita nana, nanfta
, é-a.,." |
w ' A
- Tata Nina always used to siqg me to sleep.with that . »
~song. I hadn't heard it for years. I smiled and - '
automatically pegan to yawn. A11 of a sudden, two hands ,
grabbed my right arm from behind and.jerked me back against
ﬁoon-hotlmeta] bars. 1 was pinned against the other fence‘
‘the oﬁe caging the men's half of the courtyard. So .intent on .
keeping my distance from one, I had walked too close to the
- other. |
weo
"You! Who are you? I know who you are,™ a toothless
‘'voice wet with saliva accused, pushing the challenging
familair "tu" hot and dark into the back of my neck. Without
turning, I pulled and tried to wriggle away. Two other hands
caught my lefé arm. “A‘cigarette, missi," a néew voice
‘deménded, a small shrill voice, sharp with contempt. Othér
voices, male. and female; took'dp the chant. "A cigarette. A
cigarette." They reminded me of school children repe%}1ng a

tesson: some wheedling, some querulous, others vacantly. The

A , .
A .

hot dark breath continued pressing'into my neck. g

I wa§ both terrified and embarrassed. gach stage,

¥
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Father than-invalid¥ting the other, intensified it. I
reméabered nightmares 1'd had as a child in which 1 was
being httacked.by cannibals. My knees buckled under me and
my stomach churned. Only getting away mattered. At the same
fime, an 1m;ge instantly produced itée]f in my mind: a vivid

‘1ncongruous picture of myself, Inés Marisa Molina de Soto,

| M.A., meticulously groomed for her first day at work.in a (

sky-blue 1inen two-piece dress with white piping around the
pockets'and go]h charm-bracelets inanely chiming from both
wrists,ipinned to the bars of a cage by a band.of, (in my
imagination) wild-eyed drooling pgtients. And this spectacle
created a more insiduous grown-up terrSr: that of being
1adqﬂza at. Which I supp%se is another farm qf cannjbalism,
its accepted civilized counterpart: the eating away of
another'; self-confidence, a peculiarly Puerto-Rican and
htghly pélished\art form. Suddenly, there were three loud
bangs against ‘the iron bars. The hajds let go.

- "Ey! You two thieves, Teave ﬁér quiet! Shooo! Get awayf;

The Arderly-guard hurrying down the passage from

Pavilion D had unlooped the wooden club from his belt and
swung it menacingly in the air;_bug his face femained ﬁlacid

and amused. -It wa§ a very flat squaré\face, Jjutting out at

right angles over his temples and again)junder his cheeks,
almost as if one side of.a child's Jarga building block had
been used to sculpt a man's face. The reverbérations'from-

the struck bars died away slowly. By then most of the




=

55~

women had crushed their bodies against the fence and thrust

their arms into the passage. The arms waved and crisscrossed

in threateniﬁg confusion. They made me think of tentacles of

¢

sea creatures caught in the midst of opposing currents.

7, "Nueva, nuevita, hueva, huevita,*nuevecita, huevecita."

- !

New, little new, little egg, small new, small egg, a raspfng

female voice rhymed, ¢enselessly and tonelessly above the
harangue of male and female voices reciting, "One cigarefte.

*#  miss